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The WHITE IBIS

SITUATION IN LOUISIANA
by
Robert P. Allen

Research Associate
National Audubon Society

..tllan D. Cruickshank from, Xational .J.udubon Society

LOUISIANA WILD LIFE AND FISHERIES COMMISSION
WILD LIFE ANO FISHERIES BUILDING
400 ROY AL STREET
NEW ORLEANS 16, LOUISIANA

F'or the past several years reports from
Louisiana have indicated that the white
ibis population has increased remarkably
in certain areas, notably in the marshes to
the west of Lake Pontchartrai'n and south
of there around Des Allemands. At the
same time a growing scarcity of other
marsh inhabitants has been noted, chiefly
mink and raccoons that are valued as furbearers, bullfrogs whose legs are served at
many a roadside eating place, and the
succulent crawfish that form the basis of
the crawfish bisque for which nearby New
Orleans is justly famous.
One difficulty in this situation seems to
be that the crawfish, bullfrogs, mink and
raccoons are taken commercially and for
profit, while the white ibis is not. In fact,
the ibis is protected by State Law. Also,
among other items of diet, the white ibis
eats crawfish, and so the people who make
a living from catching crawfish are casting
a troubled and accusing eye at the ibis, and
blaming it for all their difficulties. In this
thev have been joined by those who catch
and sell · bullfrogs or trap racc(l)0ns and
l
mink. Something or somebody mu st be at
fault, and since the white ibis appears to be
prospering, it is regarded as the villain.
You cannot blame these people for seeking an easy solution to their troubles, but
there are always two sides to a story. And
one of these stories is likely to be right
while the other is wrong, especially in matters concerned with the biotic equilibrium
of a marsh, which is what we have here.
Not that the people who live on the marsh
may not be perfectly right in their thinking-those who live close to these things
sometimes know more about them than all
the biologists put together- but the question of whether or not the white ibis is to
blame in this situation is of importance to
many interests besides that of the people
who are accusing it. In other parts of the
country the white ibis is greatly valued
because it is considered as beneficial to the
crab and mullet fisheries, such as the
$100,000 industry around Tampa Bay,
Florida. Here the rigid protection of white
ibises, and their restoration to nesting
colonies that now total several hundred
thousand birds, have resulted in fertiliza-

tion of surrounding waters, rapid increase
of water vegetation and other organisms,
and the consequent recovery of an exhausted
fishery. In other regions the white ibis,
which gathers in flocks of immense beauty,
is valued as one of the basic tourist attractions, as for example in the Myakka River
State Park, the Everglades National Park,
and other areas in Florida. Those who
benefit from the presence of white ibises,
not to mention the many organizations
throughout the country which have labored
through the years to obtain protection for
these · birds, would be <leeply puzzled by
any effort to outlaw them and destroy them
without an ironclad case against them.
Just what are the specific charges that
have been leveled against the white ibis, and
what can be said about them? One group
of marshmcn told a New Orleans newspaperman that the basic diet of the white
ibis is crawfish, which it was claimed
is also the basic diet of mink and rnccoons.
It could be true that under certain condi~
tions white ibises will feed chiefly on crawfish, depending, for instance, on the season and the availability of crawfish. But
they do not feed exclusively on crawfi sh
by any means. White ibises likewise eat
fiddler crabs (which are much easier to
catch than the burrowing crawfish), mud
crabs, snails, slugs, various insects including not only water insects but cutworms,
grasshoppers and others that may be harmful to the farmer and ,;ardener. They also
eat snakes, including small moccasins.
These varied feeding habits have been
carefully established, for the most part,
from analysis of stomach contents.
As for crawfish being the basic diet of
mink and raccoons, the newsman must
have misunderstood his informants, for
any marshman would know better than
that! Mink are strictly carnivorous, feeding
on a varied assortment that includes fish,
frogs (including bullfrogs), snakes, small
mammals like young muskrats, rabbits and
mice, and also birds. They likewise eat
crawfish, hut they most assuredly do not
depend on crawfish in a healthy piece of
marsh to such an extent that they will decrease in numbers because the crawfish
are scarce. Pretty much the same can be
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said for the raccoon. These adaptable
animals are omnivorous. Besides frogs
(again, they eat bullfrogs, which are not a
regular item of diet for the white ibis!),
fish, crustaceans, insects, reptiles, small
mammals and birds and birds' eggs, they
will take corn, fruit and other vegetable
items, as is well known. Crawfish are
doubtless only an item of diet when they
are so very abundant that it is worth Mr.
'Coon's while to dig them out. Which
doesn't seem to be the case here. As a
matter of fact, raccoons may be enormously
abundant in areas where there are virtually no crawfish at all.
The marshmen also claim they fear an
"eat-out," and added that it would take
twenty years to recover from it. A socalled "eat-out" is a phenomenon that may
sometimes result in a marsh inhabited by
an over-population of muskrats. Muskrats are herbivorous and an "eat-out" is
concerned entirely with the complete destruction of certain marsh plants. To apply
this term to a marsh that appears to be depleted of crawfish, bullfrogs, mink and
raccoons, all of which have long lived in
natural harmony but are now subject to
heavy inroads from a regular commercial
take, would seem insupportable, to say the
least.
The charges against the white ibis also
add that bullfrogs subsist largely on crawfish too, when, as a matter of fact, bullfrogs begin life feeding on algae, desmids
and diatoms, and as adults switch to tadpoles ( even of their own kind!), insects,
snails and worms. If they take crawfish at
all it would be µnusual, considering the
normal habits of the two creatures. A
group of sportsmen claim that, in addition .
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to all these supposed crimes, the white ibis
feeds on perch and trout, as well as crawfish and frogs, and cleans out' wide areas
of the swamps of these creatures. If so, the
white ibis has suddenly changed its eating
habits in Louisiana!
Quite seriously, on the face of things,
the charges against the white ibis in Louisiana, while understandable enough, would
appear to be based on exceedingly flimsy
circumstantial evidence. Now there is
nothing flimsy or rule-of-thumb about
Nature, and a marsh that is unable to
suppport a healthy and thriving population
of all of these creatures-white ibises,
crawfish, bullfrogs, mink, raccoons and all
the rest-should be immediately suspect.
Instead of casting an aggrieved eye at the
white ibis, which is evidently an innocent
scapegoat, and a rather obvious, too convenient one at that, someone ought to be
taking a second look at the marshes where
these complaints are coming from. Probably a sound, unprejudiced biological investigation and some additional regulation
of catches would result in an eventual improvement.
In any event, the white ibis is deserving
of fair treatment, as are the marshmen,
the bullfrogs, the crawfish and all the
rest which are concerned in this situation.
And this applies to the fellow who likes his
crawfish bisque-there is no good reason
why he shouldn't have all he wants. But
first of all, a balance must be found between all of these things. It is to be hoped
that hasty action will be thrust aside in
favor of an investigation that is fair and
that is based on biological principles. Any
other method of seeking a solution will be
very apt to backfire.

*
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Chart prepared by Mr. Allen, showing food web involving white ibis
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Allan D. Oruick8hank from National Audubnn Society
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Ranger Rick says-
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"PEOPLE should be aware of the need for
MULTIPLE USE of the natural resources."

MULTIPLE USE for
FOOD,
FIBRE,
FUEL,
and

FUN
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BALANCED CONSERVATION PLANNING
FOR THE FUTURE
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